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The Growth of Political Factionalism and Sectionalism  

 
Key Vocabulary 

Era of Good Feelings 

Panic of 1819 

Bank of the United States 

Mason-Dixon Line 

Missouri Compromise 

Henry Clay 

 
The Era of Good Feelings began with a burst of nationalistic fervor. The economic program 

adopted by Congress, including a national bank and a protective tariff, reflected the growing feeling 

of national unity. The Supreme Court promoted the spirit of nationalism by establishing the principle 

of federal supremacy. Industrialization and improvements in transportation also added to the sense of 

national unity by contributing to the nation's economic strength and independence and by linking the 

West and the East together.  

But this same period also witnessed the emergence of growing factional divisions in politics, 

including a deepening sectional split between the North and South. A severe economic depression 

between 1819 and 1822 provoked bitter division over questions of banking and tariffs. Geographic 

expansion exposed latent tensions over the morality of slavery and the balance of economic power. It 

was during the Era of Good Feelings that the political issues arose that would dominate American 

politics for the next 40 years.  

 

The Panic of 1819  
In 1819 a financial panic swept across the country. The growth in trade that followed the War 

of 1812 came to an abrupt halt. Unemployment mounted, banks failed, mortgages were foreclosed, 

and agricultural prices fell by half. Investment in western lands collapsed.  

The panic was frightening in its scope and impact. In New York State, property values fell 

from $315 million in 1818 to $256 million in 1820. In Richmond, property values fell by half. In 

Pennsylvania, land values plunged from $150 an acre in 1815 to $35 in 1819. In Philadelphia, 1,808 

individuals were committed to debtors' prison. In Boston, the figure was 3,500.  

For the first time in American history, the problem of urban poverty commanded public 

attention. In New York in 1819, the Society for the 

Prevention of Pauperism counted 8,000 paupers out of a 

population of 120,000. The next year, the figure climbed 

to 13,000. Fifty thousand people were unemployed or 

irregularly employed in New York, Philadelphia, and 

Baltimore, and one foreign observer estimated that half a 

million people were jobless nationwide. To address the 

problem of destitution, newspapers appealed for old 

clothes and shoes for the poor, and churches and 

municipal governments distributed soup. Baltimore set 

up 12 soup kitchens in 1820 to give food to the poor.  
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The downswing spread like a plague across the country. In Cincinnati, bankruptcy sales occurred 

almost daily. In Lexington, Kentucky, factories worth half a million dollars were idle. Matthew 

Carey, a Philadelphia economist, estimated that 3 million people, one-third of the nation's population, 

were adversely affected by the panic. In 1820, John C. Calhoun commented: "There has been within 

these two years an immense revolution of fortunes in every part of the Union; enormous numbersof 

persons utterly ruined; multitudes in deep distress."  

The panic had several causes, including a dramatic decline in cotton prices, a contraction of credit by 

the Bank of the United States designed to curb inflation, an 1817 congressional order requiring 

hard-currency payments for land purchases, and the closing of many factories due to foreign 

competition.  

The panic unleashed a storm of popular protest. Many debtors agitated for "stay laws" to 

provide relief from debts as well as the abolition of debtors' prisons. Manufacturing interests called 

for increased protection from foreign imports, but a growing number of southerners believed that 

high protective tariffs, which raised the cost of imported goods and reduced the flow of international 

trade, were the root of their troubles. Many people clamored for a reduction in the cost of 

government and pressed for sharp reductions in federal and state budgets. Others, particularly in the 

South and West, blamed the panic on the nation's banks and particularly the tight-money policies of 

the Bank of the United States.  

By 1823 the panic was over. But it left a lasting imprint on American politics. The panic led 

to demands for the democratization of state constitutions, an end to restrictions on voting and office 

holding, and heightened hostility toward banks and other "privileged" corporations and monopolies. 

The panic also exacerbated tensions within the Republican Party and aggravated sectional tensions as 
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northerners pressed for higher tariffs while southerners abandoned their support of nationalistic 

economic programs.  

 

The Missouri Crisis  
In the midst of the panic, a crisis over slavery erupted with stunning suddenness. It was, 

Thomas Jefferson who wrote, slavery struck the U.S. like "a firebell in the night." The crisis was 

ignited by the application of Missouri for statehood, and it involved the status of slavery west of the 

Mississippi River.  

East of the Mississippi, the Mason-Dixon line and the Ohio River formed a boundary 

between the North and South. States south of this line were slave states; states north of this line had 

either abolished slavery or adopted gradual emancipation policies. West of the Mississippi, however, 

no clear line demarcated the boundary between free and slave territory.  

Representative James Tallmadge, a New York Republican, provoked the crisis in February 

1819 by introducing an amendment to restrict slavery in Missouri as a condition of statehood. The 

amendment prohibited the further introduction of slaves into Missouri and provided for emancipation 

of all children of slaves at the age of 25. Voting along ominously sectional lines, the House approved 

the Tallmadge Amendment, but the amendment was defeated in the Senate.  

Southern and northern politicians alike responded with fury. Southerners condemned the 

Tallmadge proposal as part of a northeastern plot to dominate the government. They declared the 

United States to be a union of equals, claiming that Congress had no power to place special 

restrictions upon a state. John Randolph declared that "God has given us Missouri and the devil shall 

not take it from us."  

Talk of disunion and civil war was rife. Senator Freeman Walker of Georgia envisioned 

"civil war ... a brother's sword crimsoned with a brother's blood." Northern politicians responded 

with equal vehemence. Said Representative Tallmadge, "If blood is necessary to extinguish any fire 

which I have assisted to kindle, I can assure you gentlemen, while I regret the necessity, I shall not 

forbear to contribute my mite." Northern leaders argued that national policy, enshrined in the 

Northwest Ordinance, committed the government to halt the expansion of the institution of slavery. 

They warned that the extension of slavery into the West would inevitably increase the pressures to 

reopen the African slave trade.  

This was not the first congressional crisis over slavery. In 1790, a bitter dispute had arisen 

over whether Congress should accept antislavery petitions. In 1798, a furor had erupted over a 

proposal to extend the Northwest Ordinance prohibition on slavery to Mississippi. In 1804, a new 

uproar had broken out over a proposal to ban new slaves from immigrating to Louisiana. In 1801 and 

again in 1814-1815, Federalists had protested the three-fifths compromise, but never before had 

passions been so heated or sectional antagonisms so overt.  

In the Northeast, for the first time, philanthropists like Elias Boudinot of Burlington, New 

Jersey, succeeded in mobilizing public opinion against the westward expansion of slavery. Mass 

meetings convened in a number of cities in the Northeast. The vehemence of anti-Missouri feeling is 

apparent in an editorial that appeared in the New York Advertiser: "THIS QUESTION INVOLVES 

NOT ONLY THE FUTURE CHARACTER OF OUR NATION, BUT THE FUTURE WEIGHT 

AND INFLUENCE OF THE FREE STATES. IF NOW LOST--IT IS LOST FOREVER."  

What is known as the Missouri Compromise ultimately resolved the crisis of 1819. The 

Senate narrowly voted to admit Missouri as a slave state. To preserve the sectional balance, it also 

voted to admit Maine, which had previously been a part of Massachusetts, as a free state, and to 

prohibit the formation of any further slave states from the territory of the Louisiana Purchase north of 

the 36 30 north latitude. Henry Clay then skillfully steered the compromise through the House, 
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where a handful of antislavery representatives, fearful of the threat to the Union, threw their support 

behind the proposals.  

A second crisis erupted when the Missouri constitutional convention directed the state 

legislature to forbid the migration of free blacks and mulattoes into the state. This crisis, too, was 

resolved by compromise. Missouri agreed not to abridge the constitutional rights of any United States 

citizens--without specifically acknowledging that free blacks were U.S. citizens.  

Compromise was possible in 1819 and 1820 because most northerners were apathetic to the 

Tallmadge Amendment and opponents of slavery were still disunited. Public attention was focused 

on the Panic of 1819 and the resulting depression. Leadership of the drive to restrict slavery in 

Missouri had been assumed by Presbyterian and Congregationalist churchmen, provoking 

widespread hostility from an anticlerical and anti-Federalist opposition.  

Southerners won a victory in 1820, but they paid a high price. While many states would 

eventually be organized from the Louisiana Purchase area north of the compromise line, only two 

(Arkansas and part of Oklahoma) would be formed from the southern portion. If the South was to 

defend its political power against an antislavery majority, it had but two options in the future. It 

would either have to forge new political alliances with the North and West, or it would have to 

acquire new territory in the Southwest. The latter would inevitably reignite northern opposition to the 

further expansion of slavery.  

The Era of Good Feelings ended on a note of foreboding. Although compromise had been 

achieved, it was clear that sectional conflict had not been resolved, only postponed. Sectional 

antagonism, Jefferson wrote, "is hushed, indeed, for the moment. But this is a reprieve only, not a 

final sentence. A geographical line, coinciding with a marked principle, moral and political, once 

conceived and held up to the angry passions of men, will never be obliterated; and every new 

irritation will mark it deeper and deeper." John Quincy Adams agreed. The Missouri crisis, he wrote, 

is only the "title page to a great tragic volume."  

 

Emergence of a New Party System  

 
Key Vocabulary 

Federalists 

Democratic-Republicans 

War of 1812 

James Monroe 

“Virginia Dynasty” 

John Quincy Adams 

Andrew Jackson 

Election of 1824 

Corrupt Bargain 

 
The first years of the new republic had given rise to two competing political parties, the 

Federalists and the Democratic-Republicans. The first two parties, unlike the present-day political 

parties, tended to have a strong sectional character, with the Federalists dominant in New England 

and the Republicans elsewhere.  

After the War of 1812, the nation reverted to a period of one-party government in national 

politics. The decline of the Federalist Party created the illusion of national political unity, but 

appearances were deceptive. Without the discipline imposed by competition with a strong opposition 

party, the Republican Party began to fragment into cliques and factions.  

During James Monroe’s presidency, the Republican Party disintegrated as a stable national 

organization. Following his overwhelming victory in 1816, Monroe sought to promote the ideal 

expressed by George Washington in his Farewell Address: a nation free of partisan divisions. Like 

Washington, he appointed rival factional leaders, such as John Quincy Adams and John C. Calhoun, 

to his cabinet. He refused to use federal patronage to strengthen the Republican Party. He also took 
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the position that Congress, not the president, was the best representative of the public will and 

therefore should define public policy.  

The absence of a strong leader, however, led to the fragmentation of the Republican Party 

during Monroe’s administration. Factional and sectional rivalries grew increasingly bitter and party 

machinery fell into disuse.  

 

Birth of the Second Party System  
Over time, local and personal factions began to coalesce into a new political party system. 

Three critical factors contributed to the creation of the second party system. The first was the 

financial panic of 1819 and the subsequent depression.  

The panic resulted in significant political differences over such issues as debt relief, banking and 

monetary policy, and tariffs. Farmers, particularly in the South and West, demanded enactment of 

stay laws to postpone repayment of debts. Many artisans and farmers blamed banks for causing the 

panic by printing an excess of worthless paper money. They demanded that bank notes be replaced 

by hard money, gold and silver coinage. These groups often disagreed with pro-business interests, 

which called for the extension of credit, higher tariffs to protect infant industries, and government-

financed transportation improvements to reduce the cost of trade.  

A second source of political division was southern alarm over the slavery debates in 

Congress in 1819 and 1820. Many southern leaders feared that the Missouri crisis might spark a 

realignment in national politics along sectional lines. Such a development, John Quincy Adams wrote, 

was “terrible to the South--threatening in its progress the emancipation of all their slaves, threatening 

in its immediate effect that Southern domination which has swayed the Union for the last twenty 

years.” Anxiety over the slavery debates in 1819 and 1820 induced many southerners to seek 

political alliances with the North. As early as 1821, Old Republicans in the South--who opposed high 

tariffs, a national bank, and federally-funded internal improvements--had begun to form a loose 

alliance with Senator Martin Van Buren of New York and the Republican Party faction he 

commanded.  

The third major source of political division was the selection of presidential candidates. The 

“Virginia dynasty” of presidents, a chain that had begun with George Washington and included 

Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and James Monroe, was at its end by 1824. Traditionally, a 

caucus of the Republican Party’s members of Congress selected the Republican Party’s candidate. At 

the 1824 caucus, the members met in closed session and chose William Crawford, Monroe’s 

secretary of the Treasury, as the party’s candidate. Not all Republicans, however, supported this 

method of nominating candidates and therefore refused to participate.  

When Crawford suffered a stroke and was left partially disabled, four other candidates emerged: 

Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, the son of the 

nation’s second president and the only candidate from the 

North; John C. Calhoun, Monroe’s secretary of war, who 

had little support outside of his native South Carolina; 

Henry Clay, the Speaker of the House; and General 

Andrew Jackson, the hero of the Battle of New Orleans 

and victor over the Creek and Seminole Indians. About 

the latter, Thomas Jefferson commented dryly, one might 

as well try “to make a soldier of a goose as a President of 

Andrew Jackson.”  

In the election of 1824, Jackson received the 

greatest number of votes both at the polls and in the 
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electoral college, followed (in electoral votes) by Adams, Crawford, and then Clay. But he failed to 

receive the constitutionally required majority of the electoral votes. As provided by the Twelfth 

Amendment of the Constitution, the election was therefore thrown into the House of Representatives, 

which was required to choose from among the top three vote-getters in the Electoral College. There, 

Henry Clay persuaded his supporters to vote for Adams, commenting acidly that he did not believe 

“that killing two thousand five hundred Englishmen at New Orleans” was a proper qualification for 

the presidency. Adams was elected on the first ballot.  

The Philadelphia Observer charged that Adams had made a secret deal to obtain Clay’s 

support. Three days later, Adams’s nomination of Clay as secretary of state seemed to confirm the 

charges of a “corrupt bargain.” Jackson was outraged, since he could legitimately argue that he was 

the popular favorite. The general exclaimed, “The Judas of the West has closed the contract and will 

receive the thirty pieces of silver.”  

 

 

 

The Presidency of John Quincy Adams  
Key Vocabulary 

Jacksonian Democrats 

Limited Government 

Laissez-Faire Principles 

Nationalist 

Strict Construction 

The American System 

The Tariff of Abominations 

Unconstitutional 

The South Carolina Exposition 

and Protest 

 
John Quincy Adams was one of the most brilliant and well-qualified men ever to occupy the 

White House. A deeply religious, intensely scholarly man, he read Biblical passages at least three 

times a day--once in English, once in German, and once in French. He was fluent in seven foreign 

languages, including Greek and Latin. During his remarkable career as a diplomat and secretary of 

state, he negotiated the treaty that ended the War of 1812, acquired Florida, and conceived the 

Monroe Doctrine.  

But Adams lacked the political skills and personality necessary to create support for his 

program. Like his father, Adams lacked personal warmth. His adversaries mockingly described him 

as a “chip off the old iceberg.” Adams’s problems as president did not arise exclusively from his 

temperament. His misfortune was to serve as president at a time of growing partisan divisions. The 

Republican Party had split into two distinct camps. Adams and his supporters, known as National 

Republicans, favored a vigorous role for the central government in promoting national economic 

growth, while the Jacksonian Democrats demanded a limited government and strict adherence to 

laissez-faire principles.  

As the only president to lose both the popular vote and the electoral vote, Adams faced 

hostility from the start. Jackson and his supporters accused the new president of “corruptions and 

intrigues” to gain Henry Clay’s support. Aware of the fact that “two-thirds of the whole people [were] 

averse” to his election as president, Adams promised in his inaugural address to make up for this 

with “intentions upright and pure; a heart devoted to the welfare of our country.” A staunch 

Nationalist, Adams proposed an extraordinary program of federal support for scientific and 

economic development that included a national university, astronomical observatories (“lighthouses 

of the skies”), federal funding of roads and canals, and exploration of the country’s territory--all to be 

financed by a high tariff.  
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Adams’s advocacy of a strong federal government and a high tariff enraged defenders of 

slavery and states’ rights advocates who clung to traditional Jeffersonian principles of limited 

government and strict construction of the Constitution. They feared that any expansion of federal 

authority might set a precedent for interference with slavery. Thomas Jefferson himself condemned 

Adams’s proposals, declaring in a stinging statement that they would undermine the states and create 

a national elite--“an aristocracy...riding and ruling over the plundered ploughman and beggared 

yeomanry.”  

Adams met with further frustration because he was unwilling to adapt to the practical 

demands of politics. Adams made no effort to use his patronage powers to build support for his 

proposals and refused to fire federal officeholders who openly opposed his policies. During his entire 

term in office he removed just 12 incumbents, and these only for gross incompetence. He justified his 

actions by saying that he did not want to make “government a perpetual and unremitting scramble for 

office.”  

Adams’s Indian policies also cost him supporters. Although he, like his predecessor Monroe, 

wanted to remove Native Americans in the South to an area west of the Mississippi River, he 

believed that the state and federal governments had a duty to abide by Indian treaties and to purchase, 

not merely annex, Indian lands. Adams’s decision to repudiate and renegotiate a fraudulent treaty 

that stripped the Georgia Creek Indians of their land outraged land-hungry Southerners and 

Westerners.  

Even in the realm of foreign policy, his strong suit prior to the presidency, Adams 

encountered difficulties. His attempts to acquire Texas from Mexico through peaceful means failed, 

as did his efforts to persuade Britain to permit more American trade with the British West Indies.  

 

 

The “American System” and the “Tariff of Abominations”  

President Adams was 

committed to using the federal 

government to promote national 

economic development. His 

program included a high protective 

tariff to promote industry, the sale 

of public lands at low prices to 

encourage western settlement, 

federally financed transportation 

improvements, expanded markets 

for western grain and southern 

cotton, and a strong national bank to 

regulate the economy.  

Adams’s secretary of state, 

Henry Clay, called this economic 

program the American system 

because it was supposed to promote 

growth in all parts of the country. 

But the program infuriated 

Southerners who believed that it 

favored Northeastern industrial 

interests at their region’s expense. 
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Southerners particularly disliked a protective tariff, since it raised the cost of manufactured goods, 

which they did not produce.  

Andrew Jackson’s supporters in Congress sought to exploit the tariff question in order to 

embarrass Adams and help Jackson win the presidency in 1828. They framed a bill, which became 

known as the Tariff of Abominations, to win support for Jackson in Kentucky, Missouri, New York, 

Ohio, and Pennsylvania while weakening the Adams administration in New England. The bill raised 

duties on iron, hemp, and flax (which would benefit Westerners), while lowering the tariff on woolen 

goods (to the detriment of New England textile manufacturers). John Randolph of Virginia 

accurately described the object of the bill as an effort to encourage “manufactures of no sort or kind, 

except the manufacture of a President of the United States.”  

The Tariff of Abominations created a political uproar in the South, where it was denounced 

as unconstitutional and discriminatory. The tariff, southerners insisted, was essentially a tax on their 

region to assist northern manufacturers. South Carolina expressed the loudest outcry against the tariff. 

At a public meeting in Charleston, protesters declared that a tariff was designed to benefit “one class 

of citizens [manufacturers] at the expense of every other class.” Some South Carolinians called for 

revolutionary defiance of the national government.  

Vice President John C. Calhoun, a skilled logician well versed in political theory, offered a 

theoretical framework for Southern discontent. Retreating from his early nationalistic position, the 

South Carolinian anonymously published the “South Carolina Exposition,” an essay that advanced 

the principle of nullification. A single state, Calhoun maintained, might overrule or “nullify” a 

federal law within its own territory, until three-quarters of the states had upheld the law as 

constitutional. In 1828 the state of South Carolina decided not to implement this doctrine but rather 

to wait and see what attitude the next president would adopt toward the tariff.  

The Presidency of Andrew Jackson  

 
Key Vocabulary 

Election of 1828 

Grassroots Campaign 

“Nonproducing” Classes of 

Society 

Spoils System 

 
The Election of 1828  

“J. Q. Adams who can write” squared off against 

“Andy Jackson who can fight” in the election of 1828, one 

of the most bitter campaigns in American history. Jackson’s 

followers repeated the charge that Adams was an 

“aristocrat” who had obtained office as a result of a “corrupt 

bargain.” The Jackson forces also alleged that the president 

had used public funds to buy personal luxuries and had 

installed gaming tables in the White House. They even 

charged that Mrs. Adams had been born out of wedlock.  

Adams’s supporters countered by digging up an old 

story that Jackson had begun living with his wife before she 

was legally divorced from her first husband (which was 

technically true, although neither Jackson nor his wife 

Rachel knew her first husband was still living). They called the general a slave trader, a gambler, and 

a backwoods buffoon who could not spell more than one word out of four correctly. One 
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Philadelphia editor published a handbill picturing the coffins of 12 men allegedly murdered by 

Jackson in numerous duels.  

The Jackson campaign in 1828 was the first to appeal directly for voter support through a 

professional political organization. Skilled political organizers, like Martin Van Buren of New York, 

Amos Kendall of Kentucky, and Thomas Ritchie of Virginia, created an extensive network of 

campaign committees and subcommittees to organize mass rallies, parades, and barbecues, and to 

erect hickory poles, Jackson’s symbol. This was the first example of grassroots campaigning. 

For the first time in American history, a presidential election was the focus of public attention, and 

voter participation increased dramatically. Twice as many voters cast ballots in the election of 1828 

as in 1824, four times as many as in 1820. As in most previous elections, the vote divided along 

sectional lines. Jackson swept every state in the South and West and Adams won the electoral votes 

of every state in the North except Pennsylvania and part of New York. 

Contemporaries interpreted Jackson’s resounding victory as a triumph for political 

democracy. Jackson’s supporters called the vote a victory for the “farmers and mechanics of the 

country” over the “rich and well born.” Even Jackson’s opponents agreed that the election marked a 

watershed in the nation’s political history, signaling the beginning of a new democratic age. One 

Adams supporter said bluntly, “a great revolution has taken place.”  

 

Who Was Andrew Jackson?  
In certain respects, Jackson was truly a self-made man. Born in 1767 in a frontier region 

along the North and South Carolina border, he was the first president to be born in a log cabin. His 

father, a poor farmer from Northern Ireland, died two weeks before his birth, while his mother and 

two brothers died during the American Revolution. At the age of 13, Jackson volunteered to fight in 

the American Revolution. He was taken prisoner and a British officer severely slashed Jackson’s 

hand and head when the boy refused to shine the officer’s shoes.  

Jackson soon rose from poverty to a career in law and politics, becoming Tennessee’s first 

congressman, a senator, and judge on the state supreme court. Although he would later gain a 

reputation as the champion of the common people, in Tennessee he was allied by marriage, business, 

and political ties to the state’s elite. As a land speculator, cotton planter, and attorney, he 

accumulated a large personal fortune and acquired more than 100 slaves. His candidacy for the 

presidency was initially promoted by speculators, creditors, and elite leaders in Tennessee who hoped 

to exploit Jackson’s popularity in order to combat anti-banking sentiment and fend off challenges to 

their dominance of state politics.  

 

Expanding the Powers of the Presidency  
In office, Jackson greatly enhanced the power and prestige of the presidency. While each 

member of Congress represented a specific regional constituency, only the president, Jackson 

declared, represented all the people of the United States.  

Jackson convinced many Americans that their votes mattered. He espoused a political 

ideology of “democratic republicanism” that stressed the common peoples’ virtue, intelligence, and 

capacity for self-government. He also expressed a deep disdain for the “better classes,” which 

claimed a “more enlightened wisdom” than common men and women.  

Endorsing the view that a fundamental conflict existed between working people and the 

“nonproducing” classes of society, Jackson and his supporters promised to remove any 

impediments to the ordinary citizen’s opportunities for economic improvement. According to the 

Jacksonians, inequalities of wealth and power were the direct result of monopoly, favoritism, and 

special privileges, which made “the rich richer and the powerful more potent.” Only free competition 
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in an open marketplace would ensure that wealth would be distributed in accordance with each 

person’s “industry, economy, enterprise, and prudence.” The goal of the Jacksonians was to remove 

all obstacles that prevented farmers, artisans, and small shopkeepers from earning a greater share of 

the nation’s wealth.  

Nowhere was the Jacksonian ideal of openness made more concrete than in Jackson’s theory 

of rotation in office, known as the spoils system. In his first annual message to Congress, Jackson 

defended the principle that public offices should be rotated among party supporters in order to help 

the nation achieve its republican ideals.  

Performance in public office, Jackson maintained, required no special intelligence or training, 

and rotation in office would ensure that the federal government did not develop a class of corrupt 

civil servants set apart from the people. His supporters advocated the spoils system on practical 

political grounds, viewing it as a way to reward party loyalists and build a stronger party organization. 

As Jacksonian Senator William Marcy of New York proclaimed, “To the victor belongs the spoils.”  

The spoils system opened government positions to many of Jackson’s supporters, but the 

practice was neither as new nor as democratic as it appeared. During his first 18 months in office, 

Jackson replaced fewer than 1,000 of the nation’s 10,000 civil servants on political grounds, and 

fewer than 20 percent of federal officeholders were removed during his administration. Moreover, 

many of the men Jackson appointed to office had backgrounds of wealth and social eminence. 

Jackson did not originate the spoils system. By the time he took office, a number of states, including 

New York and Pennsylvania, practiced political patronage.  

 

Indian Removal  
Key Vocabulary 

Removal 

Assimilation 

Cherokee 

Trail of Tears 

Black Hawk War 
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At the time Jackson took office, 125,000 Native Americans still lived east of the Mississippi 

River. Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek Indians--60,000 strong--held millions of acres in 

what would become the southern cotton kingdom stretching across Georgia, Alabama, and 

Mississippi. The key political issues were whether these Native American peoples would be 

permitted to block white expansion and whether the U.S. government and its citizens would abide by 

previously made treaties. 

 Since Jefferson’s presidency, two conflicting policies, assimilation and removal, had 

governed the treatment of Native Americans. Assimilation encouraged Indians to adopt the customs 

and economic practices of white Americans. The government provided financial assistance to 

missionaries in order to Christianize and educate Native Americans and convince them to adopt 

single-family farms. Proponents defended assimilation as the only way Native Americans would be 

able to survive in a white-dominated society. By the 1820s, the Cherokee had demonstrated the 

ability of Native Americans to adapt to changing conditions while maintaining their tribal heritage. 

Sequoyah, a leader of these people, had developed a written alphabet. Soon the Cherokee opened 

schools, established churches, built roads, operated printing presses, and even adopted a constitution. 

The other policy--Indian removal--was first suggested by Thomas Jefferson as the only way to ensure 

the survival of Native American cultures. The goal of this policy was to encourage the voluntary 

migration of Indians westward to tracts of land where they could live free from white harassment. As 

early as 1817, James Monroe declared that the nation’s security depended on rapid settlement along 

the Southern coast and that it was in the best interests of Native Americans to move westward. In 

1825 he set before Congress a plan to resettle all eastern Indians on tracts in the West where whites 

would not be allowed to live. After initially supporting both policies, Jackson favored removal as the 

solution to the controversy. This shift in federal Indian policy came partly as a result of a controversy 

between the Cherokee nation and the state of Georgia. The Cherokee people had adopted a 

constitution asserting sovereignty over their land. The state responded by abolishing tribal rule and 

claiming that the Cherokee fell under its jurisdiction. The discovery of gold on Cherokee land 

triggered a land rush, and the Cherokee nation sued to keep white settlers from encroaching on their 

territory. In two important cases, Cherokee Nation v. Georgia in 1831 and Worcester v. Georgia in 

1832, the Supreme Court ruled that states could not pass laws conflicting with federal Indian treaties 

and that the federal government had an obligation to exclude white intruders from Indian lands. 

Angered, Jackson is said to have exclaimed: “John Marshall has made his decision; now let him 

enforce it.”  

The primary thrust of Jackson’s removal policy was to encourage Native Americans to sell 

their homelands in exchange for new lands in Oklahoma and Arkansas. Such a policy, the president 

maintained, would open new farmland to whites while offering Indians a haven where they would be 

free to develop at their own pace. “There,” he wrote, “your white brothers will not trouble you, they 

will have no claims to the land, and you can live upon it, you and all your children, as long as the 

grass grows or the water runs, in peace and plenty.”  

Pushmataha, a Choctaw chieftain, called on his people to reject Jackson’s offer. Far from 

being a “country of tall trees, many water courses, rich lands and high grass abounding in games of 

all kinds,” the promised preserve in the West was simply a barren desert. Jackson responded by 

warning that if the Choctaw refused to move west, he would destroy their nation.  

During the winter of 1831, the Choctaw became the first tribe to walk the “Trail of Tears” 

westward. Promised government assistance failed to arrive, and malnutrition, exposure, and a cholera 

epidemic killed many members of the nation. Then, in 1836, the Creek suffered the hardships of 

removal. About 3,500 of the tribe’s 15,000 members died along the westward trek. Those who 

resisted removal were bound in chains and marched in double file.  
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Emboldened by the Supreme Court decisions declaring that Georgia law had no force on 

Indian Territory, the Cherokees resisted removal. Fifteen thousand Cherokee joined in a protest 

against Jackson’s policy: “Little did [we] anticipate that when taught to think and feel as the 

American citizen ... [we] were to be despoiled by [our] guardian, to become strangers and wanderers 

in the land of [our] fathers, forced to return to the savage life, and to seek a new home in the wilds of 

the far west, and that without [our] consent.” The federal government bribed a faction of the tribe to 

leave the land in exchange for transportation costs and $5 million, but most Cherokees held out until 

1838, when the army evicted them from their land. All told, 4,000 of the 15,000 Cherokee died along 

the trail to Indian Territory in what is now Oklahoma.  

A number of other tribes also organized resistance against removal. In the Old Northwest, the 

Sauk and Fox Indians fought the Black Hawk War (1832) to recover ceded tribal lands in Illinois 

and Wisconsin. The Indians claimed that when they had signed the treaty transferring title to their 

land, they had not understood the implications of the action. “I touched the goose quill to the treaty,” 

said Chief Black Hawk, “not knowing, however, that by that act I consented to give away my 

village.” The United States army and the Illinois state militia ended the resistance by wantonly 

killing nearly 500 Sauk and Fox men, women, and children who were trying to retreat across the 

Mississippi River. In Florida, the military spent seven years putting down Seminole resistance at a 

cost of $20 million and 1,500 casualties, and even then succeeding only after the treacherous act of 

kidnapping the Seminole leader Osceola during peace talks.  

By twentieth-century standards, Jackson’s Indian policy was both callous and inhumane. 

Despite the semblance of legality--94 treaties were signed with Indians during Jackson’s presidency--

Native American migrations to the West almost always occurred under the threat of government 

coercion. Even before Jackson’s death in 1845, it was obvious that tribal lands in the West were no 

more secure than Indian lands had been in the East. In 1851 Congress passed the Indian 

Appropriations Act, which sought to concentrate the western Native American population on 

reservations.  

Why were such morally indefensible policies adopted? Because many white Americans 

regarded Indian control of land and other natural resources as a serious obstacle to their desire for 

expansion and as a potential threat to the nation’s security. Even had the federal government wanted 

to, it probably lacked the resources and military means necessary to protect the eastern Indians from 

encroaching white farmers, squatters, traders, and speculators. By the 1830s, a growing number of 

missionaries and humanitarians agreed with Jackson that Indians needed to be resettled westward for 

their own protection. Removal failed in large part because of the nation’s commitment to limited 

government and its lack of experience with social welfare programs. Contracts for food, clothing, and 

transportation were awarded to the lowest bidders, many of whom failed to fulfill their contractual 

responsibilities. Indians were resettled on semi-arid lands, unsuited for intensive farming. The tragic 

outcome was readily foreseeable.  

The problem of preserving native cultures in the face of an expanding nation was not 

confined to the United States. Jackson’s removal policy can only be properly understood when seen 

as part of a broader process: the political and economic conquest of frontier regions by expanding 

nation states. During the early decades of the 19th century, Western nations were penetrating into 

many frontier areas, including the steppes of Russia, the pampas of Argentina, the veldt of South 

Africa, the outback of Australia, and the American West. In each of these regions, national expansion 

was justified on the grounds of strategic interest (to preempt settlement by other powers) or in the 

name of opening valuable land to white settlement and development. And in each case, expansion 

was accompanied by the removal or wholesale killing of native peoples.  
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Nullification  
Key Vocabulary 

Nullification 

Daniel Webster 

Force Act Compromise Tariff 

 
Bitter sectional disputes arose during Jackson’s presidency over public lands and the tariff. In 

1820, to promote the establishment of farms, Congress encouraged the rapid sale of public land by 

reducing the minimum land purchase from 160 to just 80 acres at a price of $1.25 per acre.  

Some groups favored even easier terms for land sales. Squatters, for example, who violated federal 

laws that forbade settlement prior to the completion of public surveys, pressured Congress to adopt 

preemption acts that would permit them to buy the land they occupied at the minimum price of $1.25 

when it came up for sale. Urban workingmen--agitating under the slogan “Vote Yourself a Farm”--

demanded free homesteads for any American who would settle the public domain. Transportation 

companies, which built roads, canals, and later railroads, called for grants of public land to help fund 

their projects.  

In Congress, two proposals--“distribution” and “graduation”--competed for support. Under 

the distribution proposal, which was identified with Henry Clay, Congress would distribute the 

proceeds from the sale of public lands to the states, which would use it to finance transportation 

improvements. Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri offered an alternative proposal, graduation. 

He proposed that Congress gradually reduce the price of unsold government land and finally freely 

give away unpurchased land.  

At the end of 1829, a Connecticut senator proposed a cessation of public land sales. This 

transformed the debate over public lands into a sectional battle over the nature of the union. Senator 

Benton denounced the proposal as a brazen attempt by manufacturers to keep laborers from settling 

the West, fearing that westward migration would reduce the size of the urban workforce and 

therefore raise their wage costs.  

Benton’s speech prompted Robert Y. Hayne, a supporter of John C. Calhoun, to propose an 

alliance of southern and western interests based on a low tariff and cheap land. Affirming the 

principle of nullification, he called on the two sections to unite against attempts by the Northeast to 

strengthen the powers of the federal government.  

Daniel Webster of Massachusetts answered Hayne in one of the most famous speeches in 

American history. The United States, Webster proclaimed, was not simply a compact of the states. It 

was a creation of the people, who had invested the Constitution and the national government with 

ultimate sovereignty. If a state disagreed with an action of the federal government, it had a right to 

sue in federal court or seek to amend the Constitution, but it had no right to nullify a federal law. 

That would inevitably lead to anarchy and civil war. It was delusion and folly to think that 

Americans could have “Liberty first and Union afterwards,” Webster declared. “Liberty and Union, 

now and forever, one and inseparable.”  

Jackson revealed his position on the questions of states’ rights and nullification at a Jefferson 

Day dinner on April 13, 1830. Fixing his eyes on Vice President John C. Calhoun, Jackson expressed 

his sentiments with the toast: “Our Union: It must be preserved.” Calhoun responded to Jackson’s 

challenge and offered the next toast: “The Union, next to our liberty, most dear. May we always 

remember that it can only be preserved by distributing equally the benefits and burdens of the 

Union.”  

Relations between Jackson and Calhoun had grown increasingly strained. Jackson had learned that 

when Calhoun was secretary of war under Monroe he had called for Jackson’s court-martial for his 
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conduct during the military occupation of Florida in 1818. Jackson was also angry because Mrs. 

Calhoun had snubbed the wife of Secretary of War John H. Eaton, because Mrs. Eaton was the twice-

married daughter of a tavernkeeper. Because Jackson’s own late wife Rachel had been snubbed by 

society (partly because she smoked a pipe, partly because she had unknowingly married Jackson 

before a divorce from her first husband was final), the president had empathy for young Peggy Eaton. 

In 1831, Jackson reorganized his cabinet and forced Calhoun’s supporters out. The next year, 

Calhoun became the first vice president to resign his office, when he became a senator from South 

Carolina.  

In 1832, in an effort to conciliate the South, Jackson proposed a lower tariff. Revenue from 

the existing tariff (together with the sale of public lands) was so high that the federal debt was 

quickly being paid off; in fact on January 1, 1835, the United States Treasury had a balance of 

$440,000, not a penny of which was owed to anyone--the only time in U.S. history when the 

government was completely free of debt. The new tariff adopted in 1832 was somewhat lower than 

the Tariff of 1828 but still maintained the principle of 

protection.  

In protest, South Carolina’s fiery “states’ 

righters” declared both the Tariff of 1832 and the Tariff 

of 1828 null and void. To defend nullification, the state 

legislature voted to raise an army. Jackson responded by 

declaring nullification illegal and then asked Congress 

to empower him to use force to execute federal law. 

Congress promptly enacted a Force Act. Privately, 

Jackson threatened to “hang every leader...of that 

infatuated people, sir, by martial law, irrespective of his 

name, or political or social position.” He also 

dispatched a fleet of eight ships and a shipment of 5,000 

muskets to Fort Pinckney, a federal installation in Charleston harbor.  

In Congress, Henry Clay, the “great compromiser” who had engineered the Missouri 

Compromise of 1820, worked feverishly to reduce South Carolina’s sense of grievance. “He who 

loves the Union must desire to see this agitating question brought to a termination,” he said. In less 

than a month, he persuaded Congress to enact a compromise tariff with lower levels of protection. 

South Carolinians backed down, rescinding the ordinance nullifying the federal tariff. As a final 

gesture of defiance, however, the state adopted an ordinance nullifying the Force Act.  

In 1830 and 1831 South Carolina stood alone. No other southern state yet shared South 

Carolina’s fear of federal power or its militant desire to assert the doctrine of states’ rights. South 

Carolina’s anxiety had many causes. By 1831 declining cotton prices and growing concern about the 

future of slavery had turned the state from a staunch supporter of economic nationalism into the 

nation’s most aggressive advocate of states’ rights. Increasingly, economic grievances fused with 

concerns over slavery. In 1832, the Palmetto State was one of just two states (the other was 

Mississippi) the majority of whose population was made up of slaves. By that year events throughout 

the hemisphere made South Carolinians desperately uneasy about the future of slavery. In 1831 and 

1832 militant abolitionism had erupted in the North, slave insurrections had occurred in Southampton 

County, Virginia, and Jamaica, and Britain was moving to emancipate all slaves in the British 

Caribbean.  

By using the federal tariff as the focus of their grievances, South Carolinians found an ideal 

way of debating the question of state sovereignty without debating the morality of slavery. Following 

the Missouri Compromise debates, a slave insurrection led by Denmark Vesey had been uncovered in 
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Charleston in 1822. By 1832 South Carolinians did not want to stage debates in Congress that might 

bring the explosive slavery issue to the fore and possibly incite another slave revolt.  

 

The Celebrated Bank War  
Key Vocabulary 

Over-speculation 

“Pet” Banks 

Nicholas Biddle  

Specie Circular of 1836 

Panic of 1837 

 

 
The major political issue of Jackson's presidency was his war against the Second Bank of the 

United States. The banking system at the time Jackson assumed the presidency was completely 

different than it is today. At that time, the federal government coined only a limited supply of hard 

money and printed no paper money at all. The principal source of circulating currency - paper bank 

notes- was private commercial banks (of which there were 329 in 1829), chartered by the various 

states. These private, state-chartered banks supplied the credit necessary to finance land purchases, 

business operations, and economic growth. The notes they issued were promises to pay in gold or 

silver, but they were backed by a limited amount of precious metal and they fluctuated greatly in 

value.  

In 1816, the federal government had chartered the Second Bank of the United States partly in 

an effort to control the notes issued by state banks. By demanding payment in gold or silver, the 

national bank could discipline over-speculative private banks. But the very idea of a national bank 

was unpopular for various reasons. Many people blamed it for causing the Panic of 1819. Others 

resented its political influence. For example, Senator Daniel Webster was both the bank's chief 

lobbyist and a director of the bank's Boston branch. Wage earners and small-business owners blamed 

it for economic fluctuations and loan restrictions. Private banks resented its privileged position in the 

banking industry.  

In 1832, Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, and other Jackson opponents in Congress, seeking an 

issue for that year's presidential election, passed a bill rechartering the Second Bank of the United 

States. The bank's charter was not due to expire until 1836, but Clay and Webster wanted to force 

Jackson to take a clear pro-bank or anti-bank position. Jackson had frequently attacked the bank as an 

agency through which speculators, monopolists, and other seekers after economic privilege cheated 

honest farmers and mechanics. Now, his adversaries wanted to force him either to sign the bill for 

recharter, alienating voters hostile to the bank, or veto it, antagonizing conservative voters who 

favored a sound banking system.  

Jackson vetoed the bill in a forceful message that condemned the bank as a privileged 

"monopoly" created to make "rich men...richer by act of Congress." The bank, he declared was 

"unauthorized by the Constitution, subversive of the rights of the States, and dangerous to the 

liberties of the people." In the presidential campaign of 1832, Henry Clay tried to make an issue of 

Jackson's bank veto, but Jackson swept to an easy second-term victory, defeating Clay by 219 

electoral votes to 49.  

Jackson interpreted his reelection as a mandate to undermine the bank still further. In 

September 1833, he ordered his Treasury secretary to divert federal revenues from the Bank of the 

United States to selected state banks, which came to be known as "pet" banks. The secretary of the 

Treasury and his assistant resigned rather than carry out the president's order. It was only after 

Jackson appointed a second new secretary that his order was implemented. Jackson's decision to 

divert federal deposits from the national bank prompted his adversaries in the Senate to formally 

censure the president's actions as arbitrary and unconstitutional. The bank's president, Nicholas 

Biddle, responded to Jackson's actions by reducing loans and calling in debts. "This worthy 
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President," said Biddle, "thinks that because he has scalped Indians and imprisoned Judges he is to 

have his way with the Bank. He is mistaken." Jackson retorted: "The Bank...is trying to kill me, but I 

will kill it."  

Jackson's decision to divert funds drew strong support from many conservative 

businesspeople who believed that the bank's destruction would increase the availability of credit and 

open up new business opportunities. Jackson, however, hated all banks, and believed that the only 

sound currencies were gold and silver. Having crippled the Bank of the United States, he promptly 

launched a crusade to replace all bank notes with hard money. Denouncing "the power which the 

moneyed interest derives from a paper currency," the president prohibited banks that received federal 

deposits from issuing bills valued at less than $5. Then, in the Specie Circular of 1836, Jackson 

prohibited payment for public lands in anything but gold or silver. That same year, in another anti-

banking measure, Congress voted to deprive pet banks of federal deposits. Instead, nearly $35 

million in surplus funds was distributed to the states to help finance internal improvements.  

To Jackson's supporters, the presidential veto of the bank bill was a principled assault on a 

bastion of wealth and special privilege. His efforts to curtail the circulation of bank notes was an 

effort to rid the country of a tool used by commercial interests to exploit farmers and working men 

and women. To his critics, the veto was an act of economic ignorance that destroyed a valuable 

institution that promoted monetary stability, eased the long-distance transfer of funds, provided a 

reserve of capital on which other banks drew, and helped regulate the bank notes issued by private 

banks. Jackson's effort to limit the circulation of bank notes was a misguided act of a "backward-

looking" president, who failed to understand the role of a banking system in a modern economy.  

The effect of Jackson's banking policies remains a subject of debate. Initially, land sales, canal 

construction, cotton production, and manufacturing boomed following Jackson's decision to divert 

federal funds from the bank. At the same time, however, state debts rose sharply and inflation 

increased dramatically. Prices climbed 28 percent in just three years. Then in 1837, just after the 

election of Jackson's successor, Democrat Martin Van Buren, a deep financial depression struck the 

nation. Cotton prices fell by half. In New York City, 50,000 people were thrown out of work and 

200,000 lacked adequate means of support. Hungry mobs broke into the city's flour warehouse. From 

across the country came "rumor after rumor of riot, insurrection, and tumult." Not until the mid-

1840s would the country fully pull out of the depression.  

Who was to blame for the Panic of 1837? One school of thought holds Jackson responsible, 

arguing that his banking policies removed a vital check on the activities of state-chartered banks. 

Freed from the regulation of the second Bank of the United States, private banks rapidly expanded 

the volume of bank notes in circulation, contributing to the rapid increase in inflation. Jackson's 

Specie Circular of 1836, which sought to curb inflation by requiring that public land payments be 

made in hard currency, forced many Americans to exchange paper bills for gold and silver. Many 

private banks lacked sufficient reserves of hard currency and were forced to close their doors, 

triggering a financial crisis.  

Another school of thought blames the panic on factors outside of Jackson's control. A surplus 

of cotton on the world market caused the price of cotton to drop sharply, throwing many southern 

and western cotton farmers into bankruptcy. Meanwhile, in 1836, Britain suddenly raised interest 

rates, which drastically reduced investment in the American economy and forced a number of states 

to default on loans from foreign investors.  

If Jackson's policies did not necessarily cause the panic, they certainly made recovery more 

difficult. Jackson's hand-picked successor, Martin Van Buren, responded to the economic depression 

in an extremely doctrinaire way. A firm believer in the Jeffersonian principle of limited government, 

Van Buren refused to provide government aid to business.  
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Fearful that the federal government might lose funds it had deposited in private banks, Van Buren 

convinced Congress in 1840 to adopt an independent treasury system. Under this proposal, federal 

funds were locked up in insulated subtreasuries, which were totally divorced from the banking 

system. As a result the banking system was deprived of funds that might have aided recovery. 

  

The Whigs  
Key Vocabulary 

Whig Party 

“King Andrew” Jackson 

Martin Van Buren Class Conflict 

 
Although it took a number of years for Jackson’s opponents to coalesce into an effective 

national political organization, by the mid-1830s the Whig party, as the opposition came to be 

known, was able to battle the Democratic party on almost equal terms throughout the country.  

The Whig party was formed in 1834 as a coalition of National Republicans, Anti-Masons, 

and disgruntled Democrats, who were united 

by their hatred of “King Andrew” Jackson 

and his “usurpations” of congressional and 

judicial authority, came together in 1834 to 

form the Whig party. The party took its name 

from the seventeenth-century British Whig 

group that had defended English liberties 

against the usurpations of pro-Catholic Stuart 

Kings.  

In 1836 the Whigs mounted their first 

presidential campaign, running three regional 

candidates against Martin Van Buren: 

Daniel Webster, the senator from 

Massachusetts who had substantial appeal in 

New England; Hugh Lawson White, who had 

appeal in the South; and William Henry 

Harrison, who fought an Indian alliance at the 

Battle of Tippecanoe and appealed to the West 

and to Anti-Masons in Pennsylvania and 

Vermont. The party strategy was to throw the 

election into the House of Representatives, 

where the Whigs would unite behind a single 

candidate. Van Buren easily defeated all his 

Whig opponents, winning 170 electoral votes 

to just 73 for his closest rival.  

Following his strong showing in the election of 1836, William Henry Harrison received the united 

support of the Whig party in 1840. Benefiting from the Panic of 1837, Harrison easily defeated Van 

Buren by a vote of 234 to 60 in the electoral college.  

Unfortunately, the 68-year-old Harrison caught cold while delivering a two-hour inaugural 

address in the freezing rain. Barely a month later he died of pneumonia, the first president to die in 

office. His successor, John Tyler of Virginia, was an ardent defender of slavery, a staunch advocate 

of states’ rights, and a former Democrat, whom the Whigs had nominated in order to attract 

Democratic support to the Whig ticket.  
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A firm believer in the principle that the federal government should exercise no powers other 

than those expressly enumerated in the Constitution, Tyler rejected the entire Whig legislative 

program, which called for reestablishment of a national bank, an increased tariff, and federally 

funded internal improvements.  

The Whig party was furious. An angry mob gathered at the White House, threw rocks 

through the windows, and burned the president in effigy. To protest Tyler’s rejection of the Whig 

political agenda, all members of the cabinet but one resigned. Tyler became a president without a 

party. “His Accidency” vetoed nine bills during his four years in office, more than any previous one-

term president, frustrating Whig plans to recharter the national bank and raise the tariff while 

simultaneously distributing proceeds of land sales to the states. In 1843 Whigs in the House of 

Representatives made Tyler the subject of the first serious impeachment attempt, but the resolutions 

failed by a vote of 127 to 83. Like the Democrats, the Whigs were a coalition of sectional interests, 

class and economic interests, and ethnic and religious interests.  

Democratic voters tended to be small farmers, residents of less-prosperous towns, and the 

Scots-Irish and Catholic Irish. Whigs tended to be educators and professionals; manufacturers; 

business-oriented farmers; British and German Protestant immigrants; upwardly aspiring manual 

laborers; free blacks; and active members of 

Presbyterian, Unitarian, and Congregational 

churches.  

The Whig coalition included supporters of 

Henry Clay’s American System, states’ righters, 

religious groups alienated by Jackson’s Indian 

removal policies, and bankers and 

businesspeople frightened by the Democrats’ 

anti-monopoly and anti-bank rhetoric.  

Whereas the Democrats stressed class 

conflict, Whigs emphasized the harmony of 

interests between labor and capital, the need for 

humanitarian reform, and leadership by men of 

talent. The Whigs also idealized the “self-made 

man,” who starts “from an humble origin, and from small beginnings rise[s] gradually in the world, 

as a result of merit and industry.” Finally, the Whigs viewed technology and factory enterprise as 

forces for increasing national wealth and improving living conditions.  

In 1848 and 1852 the Whigs tried to repeat their successful 1840 presidential campaign by 

nominating military heroes for the presidency. The party won the 1848 election with General 

Zachary Taylor, an Indian fighter and hero of the Mexican War, who had boasted that he had never 

cast a vote in a presidential election. Like Harrison, Taylor confined his campaign speeches to 

uncontroversial platitudes. “Old Rough and Ready,” as he was known, died after just 1 year and 127 

days in office. Then, in 1852, the Whigs nominated another Indian fighter and Mexican War hero, 

General Winfield Scott, who carried just four states for his dying party. “Old Fuss and Feathers,” as 

he was called, was the last Whig nominee to play an important role in a presidential election.  

The Roots of American Economic Growth  
Key Vocabulary 

Francis Cabot Lowell 

 

“American System of 

Production” 

Eli Whitney 

Interchangeable Parts 

 



19 

 

As the year 1810 began, Francis Cabot Lowell, a 36-year-old Boston importer, was bitterly 

discouraged. His health was failing and, as a result of war between Britain and France and the U.S. 

policy of discouraging trade by embargo and other legislation, his importing business was in ruins. 

Uncertain about which way to turn, he decided to travel abroad. While overseas, he discovered his 

life's calling. In Britain, he marveled at textile factories in Manchester. Although it was illegal to 

export textile machinery or plans, Lowell carefully studied the power looms and secretly made 

sketches of the designs.  

Upon his return to Boston in 1813, Lowell constructed textile machinery superior to any he 

had seen in England. The next year, in Waltham, Massachusetts, he and two associates spent a half 

million dollars to build the world's first factory able to convert raw cotton into cloth by power 

machinery under one roof.  

To staff his new textile mill, Lowell chose a labor force different from that found in any 

previous factory. Determined to avoid the misery of England's textile mills, Lowell recruited his 

labor force not from the families of the poor or from young children but from among the virtuous 

daughters of New England farmers, who agreed to work in Lowell's mill for two or three years as a 

way of earning a dowry or an independent income. Because spinning and weaving had long been 

performed by women in the home, and because young women were willing to work for half or a third 

the wages of young men, they seemed to offer a perfect solution to the factory's labor needs.  

To break down the prejudice against factory work as degrading and immoral, the company 

announced that it would employ only women of good moral character. It threatened to fire any 

employee guilty of smoking, drinking, lying, swearing, or any other immoral conduct. To keep a 

close watch over employees' moral character, the company required employees to attend church and 

provided boarding houses where mill girls lived under the careful supervision of housekeepers of 

impeccable character. Within a few years, the new factory was overwhelmed with job applicants and 

was "more puzzled to get rid of hands than to employ them."  

 

Early Industrialization  
In the 1820s and 1830s, America became the world's leader in adopting mechanization, 

standardization, and mass production. Manufacturers began to adopt labor-saving machinery that 

allowed workers to produce more goods at lower costs. So impressed were foreigners with these 

methods of manufacture that they called them the "American system of production."  

The single most important figure in the development of the American system was Eli Whitney, the 

inventor of the cotton gin. In 1798, Whitney persuaded the U.S. government to award him a contract 

for 10,000 muskets to be delivered within two years. Until then, rifles had been manufactured by 

skilled artisans, who made individual parts by hand, and then carefully fitted the pieces together. At 

the time Whitney made his offer, the federal arsenal at Springfield, Massachusetts, was capable of 

producing only 245 muskets in two years. Whitney's idea was to develop precision machinery that 

would allow a worker with little manual skill to manufacture identical gun parts that would be 

interchangeable from one gun to another. The first year he produced 500 muskets.  

In 1801, in order to get an extension on his contract, Whitney demonstrated his new system 

of interchangeable parts to President John Adams and Vice President Thomas Jefferson. He 

disassembled ten muskets and put ten new muskets together out of the individual pieces. His system 

was a success. (In fact, the muskets used in the demonstration were not assembly line models; they 

had been carefully hand-fitted beforehand).  

Other industries soon adopted the "American system of manufacturing." As early as 1800 

manufacturers of wooden clocks began to use interchangeable parts. Makers of sewing machines 
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used mass production techniques as early as 1846, and the next year, manufacturers mechanized the 

production of farm machinery.  

Innovation was not confined to manufacturing. During the years following the War of 1812, 

American agriculture underwent a transformation nearly as profound and far-reaching as the 

revolution taking place in industry. During the 18th century, most farm families were largely self-

sufficient. They raised their own food, made their own clothes and shoes, and built their own 

furniture. Cut off from markets by the high cost of transportation, farmers sold only a few items, like 

whiskey, corn, and hogs, in exchange for such necessities as salt and iron goods. Farming methods 

were primitive. With the exception of plowing and furrowing, most farm work was performed by 

hand. European travelers deplored the backwardness of American farmers, their ignorance of the 

principles of scientific farming, their lack of labor-saving machinery, and their wastefulness of 

natural resources. Few farmers applied manure to their fields as fertilizer or practiced crop rotation. 

As a result, soil erosion and soil exhaustion were commonplace. Commented one observer: 

"Agriculture in the South does not consist so much in cultivating land as in killing it."  

Beginning in the last decade of the 18th century, agriculture underwent profound changes. 

Some farmers began to grow larger crop surpluses and to specialize in cash crops. A growing 

demand for cotton for England's textile mills led to the introduction of long-staple cotton from the 

West Indies into the islands and lowlands of Georgia and South Carolina. Eli Whitney's invention of 

the cotton gin in 1793--which permitted an individual to clean 50 pounds of short-staple cotton in a 

single day, 50 times more than could be cleaned by hand--made it practical to produce short-staple 

cotton in the South (which was much more difficult to clean and process than long-staple cotton). 

Other cash crops raised by southern farmers included rice, sugar, flax for linen, and hemp for rope 

fibers. In the Northeast, the growth 

of mill towns and urban centers 

created a growing demand for hogs, 

cattle, sheep, corn, wheat, wool, 

butter, milk, cheese, fruit, 

vegetables, and hay to feed horses.  

As production for the market 

increased, farmers began to demand 

improved farm technology. In 1793 

Charles Newbold, a New Jersey 

farmer, spent his entire fortune of 

$30,000 developing an efficient 

cast-iron plow. Farmers refused to 

use it, fearing that iron would 

poison the soil and cause weeds to 

grow. Twenty years later, a Scipio, 

New York, farmer named Jethro Wood patented an improved iron plow made out of interchangeable 

parts. Unlike wooden plows, which required two men and four oxen to plow an acre in a day, Wood's 

cast-iron plow allowed one man and one yoke of oxen to plow the same area. Demand was so great 

that manufacturers infringed on Wood's patents and produced thousands of copies of this new plow 

yearly.  

A shortage of farm labor encouraged many farmers to adopt labor-saving machinery. Prior to 

the introduction in 1803 of the cradle scythe--a rake used to cut and gather up grain and deposit it in 

even piles--a farmer could not harvest more than half an acre a day. The horse rake--a device 

introduced in 1820 to mow hay--allowed a single farmer to perform the work of eight to ten men. 
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The invention in 1836 of a mechanical thresher, used to separate the wheat from the chaff, helped to 

cut in half the man-hours required to produce an acre of wheat.  

By 1830 the roots of America's future industrial growth had been firmly planted. Back in 

1807, the nation had just 15 or 20 cotton mills, containing approximately 8,000 spindles. By 1831 the 

number of spindles in use totaled nearly a million and a quarter. By 1830 Pittsburgh produced 100 

steam engines a year; Cincinnati, 150. Factory production had made household manufacture of shoes, 

clothing, textiles, and farm implement obsolete. The United States was well on its way to becoming 

one of the world's leading manufacturing nations.  

 

Opening the West  
Key Vocabulary 

Lewis and Clark Manifest Destiny 

 
It took Americans a century and a half to expand as far west as the Appalachian Mountains, a few 

hundred miles from the Atlantic coast. It took another 50 years to push the frontier to the Mississippi 

River. By l830 fewer than 100,000 pioneers had crossed the Mississippi.  

Only a small number of explorers, fur trappers, traders, and missionaries had ventured far beyond the 

Mississippi River. These trailblazers drew a picture of the American West as a land of promise, a 

paradise of plenty, filled with fertile valleys and rich land. During the l840s, tens of thousands of 

Americans began the process of settling the West beyond the Mississippi River. Thousands of 

families chalked GTT ("Gone to Texas") on their gates or painted "California or Bust" on their 

wagons, and joined the trek westward. By l850, pioneers had pushed the edge of settlement all the 

way to Texas, the Rocky Mountains, and the Pacific Ocean.  

 

Pathfinders  
Before the 19th century, mystery shrouded the Far West. Mapmakers knew very little about 

the shape, size, or topography of the land west of the Mississippi River. French, British, and Spanish 

trappers, traders, and missionaries had traveled the Upper and Lower Missouri River and the British 

and Spanish had explored the Pacific coast, but most of western North America was an unknown.  

The first wave of exploration was touched off on July 5, 1803, when President Thomas Jefferson 

appointed his personal secretary, Meriwether Lewis, and William Clark to explore the Missouri 

and Columbia rivers as far as the Pacific. As a politician interested in the rapid settlement and 

commercial development of the West, Jefferson wanted Lewis and Clark to establish American 

claims to the region west of the Rocky Mountains, gather information about furs and minerals in the 

region, and identify sites for trading posts and settlements. As a scientist, the President also 

instructed the expedition to collect information covering the diversity of life in the West, ranging 

from climate, geology, and plant growth to fossils of extinct animals and Indian religions, laws, and 

customs.  

In 1806, the year that Lewis and Clark returned from their 8,000 mile expedition, a young 

Army lieutenant named Zebulon Montgomery Pike left St. Louis to explore the southern border of 

the Louisiana Territory, just as Lewis and Clark had explored the territory's northern portion. 

Traveling along the Arkansas River, Pike saw the towering peak that bears his name. He and his 

party then traveled into Spanish territory along the Rio Grande and Red Rivers. Pike's description of 

the wealth of Santa Fe brought American traders to the region.  
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Pike's report of his expedition, published in 1810, helped to create one of the most influential 

myths about the Great Plains: that this region was nothing more than a "Great American Desert," a 

treeless and waterless land of dust storms and starvation.  

This image of the West as a region of savages, wild beasts, and deserts received added 

support from another government-sponsored expedition, led by Major Stephen H. Long in 1820. 

Long's report described the West as "wholly unfit for cultivation, and...uninhabitable by a people 

depending upon agriculture for their subsistence." This report helped retard western settlement for a 

generation.  

The view of the West as a dry, barren wasteland was not fully offset until the 1840s when 

another government-sponsored explorer, John C. Fremont, mapped much of the territory between the 

Mississippi Valley and the Pacific Ocean. His glowing descriptions of the West as a paradise of 

plenty captivated the imagination of many Midwestern families who, by the 1840s, were eager for 

new lands to settle.  

 

Manifest Destiny  
In 1845 John L. O'Sullivan, editor of the Democratic Review, referred in his magazine to America's 

"Manifest Destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free development of 

our yearly multiplying millions." One of the most influential slogans ever coined, "manifest destiny" 

expressed the romantic emotion that led Americans to risk their lives to settle the Far West.  

The idea that America had a special destiny to stretch across the continent motivated many people to 

migrate West. The very idea of manifest destiny encouraged men and women to dream big dreams. 

"We Americans," wrote Herman Melville, one of this country's greatest novelists, "are the peculiar, 

chosen people--the Israel of our time."  

Manifest destiny inspired a 29-year old named Stephen F. Austin to talk grandly of 

colonizing the Mexican province 

of Texas with "North American 

population, enterprise and 

intelligence." It led expansionists, 

united behind the slogan "54° 40' 

or fight!," to demand that the 

United States should own the 

entire Pacific Northwest all the 

way to the southern border of 

Alaska.  

Aggressive nationalists invoked 

the idea to justify Indian removal, 

war with Mexico, and American 

expansion into Cuba and Central 

America. More positively, the 

idea of manifest destiny inspired 

missionaries, farmers, and 

pioneers, who dreamed only of transforming plains and fertile valleys into farms and small towns. 


